Parent perceptions of literacy learning of their young children on the autism spectrum in their first year of schooling A growing body of research suggests children on the autism spectrum demonstrate reading difficulties (Arciuli, Stevens, Trembath, & Simpson, 2013; McIntyre et al., 2017; Nation, Clarke, Wright, & Williams, 2006) . This is of concern, given that an estimated 2.75% of Australian primary school students present with autism spectrum disorder (ASD, Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2017) which equates to one student with ASD in every second Australian classroom. Autism is a pervasive disorder characterised by core challenges in social communication skills as well as the presence of unusually strong interests and/or repetitive behaviors (American Psychiatric Association, 2013) . Co-morbid diagnoses tend to be the rule, rather than the exception, with elevated rates of co-diagnosis of ADHD, intellectual disability (approximately 30%, CDC, 2018), mental health conditions (e.g., anxiety, see Adams, Young, & Keen, 2019) , and medical conditions such as epilepsy (e.g., Kohane et al., 2012) . Further, more than 90% of children often show elevated levels of challenging behaviours (e.g., Jang, Dixon, Tarbox, & Granpeesheh, 2011; Matson, Wilkins, & Macken, 2008) . It may be that both the core characteristics (i.e. social communication and repetitive behaviours/restricted interests) and common co-morbidities (e.g., intellectual impairment) associated with ASD result in reading vulnerabilities in this population.
There are a number of potential pathways through which core ASD characteristics and associated challenges may impact on reading. Co-morbid intellectual disability may be associated with slower learning and lower performance compared to those without an intellectual disability (e.g., see review by Keen, Webster, & Ridley, 2015) . Further, associated common delays in language acquisition may make children vulnerable to later challenges in reading, in line with the Simple View of Reading (Murphy, Justice, O'Connell, Pentimonti, & Kaderavek, 2016; Nation, Cocksey, Taylor, & Bishop, 2010) . Socialcommunication differences may lead to reduced engagement in early literacy activities that may inhibit development of precursor literacy skills (e.g., Westerveld & van Bysterveldt, 2017) . Finally, cognitive styles described as underlying autism such as a detail-focused cognitive style (cf. central coherence theory; Happé & Frith, 2006) , difficulties with executive functioning (i.e., planning, shifting set, see Geurts et al., 2004) , and challenges in taking others' perspectives (i.e., theory of mind, for a review see Baron-Cohen, 2000) may impact upon early learning processes including engagement, and acquisition of skills from predominantly social learning contexts. As such, understanding the perspectives of a key social support, in this case the parents, is vital to informing the literacy supports for this population.
Literacy development in children on the autism spectrum One of the most important academic skills children learn during the early years of schooling is reading. It is concerning, therefore, that children on the autism spectrum often struggle in their reading development (Arciuli et al., 2013; Brown, Oram-Cardy, & Johnson, 2013; Huemer & Mann, 2010) . In an effort to better understand why this group of children is at particular risk of reading difficulties, research has started to investigate the early reading skills of children on the autism spectrum (for a review see Westerveld, Trembath, Shellshear, and Paynter, 2016) , both prior to school-entry (e.g., and during the first few years of schooling (e.g., Dynia et al., 2016; Westerveld, Paynter, O'Leary, & Trembath, 2018) . Taken together the results from these studies have illuminated early challenges in (pre-) reading skills in this population that cannot be explained by a diagnosis of autism, poor cognition, or language weaknesses alone. Considering the important role parents play in their children's literacy learning, the current study not only sought to obtain parents' perceptions about the importance of literacy learning for their young children on the autism spectrum, it also asked what strategies parents used to engage their children in literacy-related activities, and their opinions regarding the literacy learning supports their children received in the school environment.
Parents' role in supporting early literacy learning
Parents hold a wealth of information about their children and play a key role in supporting their early literacy development (Chandler-Olcott & Kluth, 2009) . From birth children begin to develop emergent literacy knowledge, skills and attitudes through interactions with literacy-related materials in the home, as well as through observations and interactions with family members and other carers (Fleury & Schwartz, 2017; Pullen & Justice, 2003) . Parental activities such as reading aloud to their children and engaging in reading and writing tasks which children observe, assist children to learn about the forms and functions of print and the relationship between oral and written language (Puranik, Lonigan, & Kim, 2011; Teale & Sulzby, 1986) . Such activities are known to have a discernible impact on children by the time they enter pre-school at age 3-4 (van Bergen, van Zuijen, Bishop, & de Jong, 2017) . However, parents' continued engagement in literacy activities with their children is considered an important factor in ongoing reading development once children start school (van Bergen, et al., 2017) .
Chandler-Olcott and Kluth (2008) identified a range of ways that parents of children with disabilities generally support their children's literacy learning. These included embedding some form of literacy and language events within their daily routines; engaging in literacy practices specific to particular communities of practice such as church; volunteering in classrooms; and communicating with teachers. In addition, Zablotsky, Boswell, and Smith (2012) suggested that parents of children on the autism spectrum are more likely to attend parent-teacher conferences and assist with homework than parents of typically developing children. However, these authors acknowledged that little is known about the specific literacy support provided by parents to their children on the autism spectrum, or their literacy-related collaborations with their children's teachers.
Family-school partnerships
As children on the autism spectrum are increasingly enrolled in mainstream education settings with and without support, there is a need for strong parent and teacher collaboration to achieve a supportive academic environment beyond that required by their typically developing peers (Saggers et al., 2015; Schultz, Able, Sreckovic, & White, 2016) . Parents of children on the autism spectrum can provide insight on their child's strengths and vulnerabilities, which can be utilised by teachers to tailor learning experiences (Volkmar, 2014) . Extensive evidence exists for the effectiveness of active parental involvement in improving academic and social outcomes for students with disabilities (Shepherd & Kervick, 2016) and it is now commonly acknowledged that parental involvement is a crucial 'best practice' in the education of students with autism spectrum disorders. However processes are seldom operationalised and sustained (Azad & Mandell, 2016) . For example, Tucker and Schwartz (2013) found that although parents value regular and timely communication with teachers, schools struggle to sustain consistent, reliable, two-way communication. When positive partnerships are established between schools and families with children on the autism spectrum, they have been found to lead to more effective implementation of intervention (Blair, Lee, Cho, & Dunlap, 2011) , improved relationships and greater satisfaction with care (Renty & Roeyers, 2006) , improved outcomes for children (Azad, Marcus, Sheridan, & Mandell, 2018) , and enhanced family quality of life (Goldrich Eskow, Summers, Chasson, & Mitchell, 2018) .
How schools initially engage and position parents, along with the nature of the collaboration are pivotal to successful partnerships. The term parent partnership suggests an equitable relationship in which families, teachers and other professionals agree to share and build on each other's expertise and resources and engage in decision-making that will directly benefit children, and indirectly benefit other family members and professionals (Turnbull, Turnbull, Erwin, Soodak, & Shogren, 2015) . Eskow et al. (2018) argue that other terms used to describe how schools work with families, for example parent involvement, parent education, and parent training imply that schools are operating from a position of power with information flowing in one direction from the school to families. Further, it suggests a deficit view of parents' expertise, and ignores the specific knowledge that parents have about their children with autism, devaluing the ways that parents have devised to engage successfully with their children -ways that could assist schools in tailoring literacy learning experiences for children on the autism spectrum.
The primary purpose of this paper is to present parents' perceptions of the literacy experiences of their young children on the autism spectrum at home and at school. In so doing we hope to generate knowledge of the specific literacy supports provided by parents to their children and present their views on what early literacy teaching methods and skill development strategies should look like for young children with autism. The challenges and barriers that parents face in supporting their young children in their foundation year of schooling is also examined.
Method
This research forms part of a larger longitudinal study investigating the early literacy performance of children on the autism spectrum. Ethical approval to conduct the study was granted by the university's Human Research Ethics Committee. As described in [Withheld for peer-review] children were seen at two time points, prior to and following their transition into formal schooling. At the second assessment time point, parents were invited to participate in an informal interview to share their thoughts on their child's literacy development and barriers and facilitators they had encountered. Data from these interviews are reported here.
Participants
The participants were 37 parents of children with ASD, 35 mothers and two fathers. In one interview both parents were present resulting in a total of 36 interviews. One mother also completed two interviews, one for each of her twin children. Interviews were completed in the home, at the university or within the child's prior early learning centre for children with autism. At the time of the interviews the children were aged between 5 years and 6 months, and 6 years and 9 months and had completed between 6 -12 months (2 -4 school terms) of their foundation (first) year of schooling (Prep year in Queensland). Note. SCQ: Social Communication Questionnaire (raw score).
Families were recruited for the original study through not-for-profit organisations for children on the autism spectrum, a Sydney children's hospital, and private speech pathology clinics. Families resided in the greater Brisbane area (n = 31) and metropolitan Sydney (n = 6). Families that had participated in the original study were contacted via email or phone once their child entered their foundation year of schooling to determine interest in participating in a follow-up assessment. All children had a diagnosis of an autism spectrum disorder confirmed prior to participation in the original study. Researchers obtained written documentation pertaining to the child's diagnosis and the child's results on the Autism Diagnostic Observation Schedule (ADOS; Lord et al., 2012) . If ADOS scores were unavailable, parents were asked to complete the Social Communication Questionnaire (SCQ; Rutter, Bailey, & Lord, 2003) . Consistent with Eaves, Wingert, Ho, and Mickelson (2006) , a cut-off score of 11 or above on the SCQ was used to confirm diagnosis.
Inclusion in the original study required that the children could speak in short phrases/sentences and participate in preschool-like activities (for further details, see . A measure of the child's cognitive functioning (non-verbal intelligence score) was determined using the Mullen Scales of Early Learning Developmental Quotient (DQ) (Mullen, 1995) . DQ scores above 70 are considered to be within the normal limits. No child was excluded on the basis of their DQ score. Table 1 provides an overview of participant characteristics. Mothers' level of education was used as an indicator of socioeconomic status (SES). Parent report indicated that 30% of mothers had completed their secondary school education whilst 65% of mothers had gone beyond year 12 to complete tertiary studies. No data was available for two of the mothers.
Data collection
Semi-structured interviews, up to 15 minutes in length were completed in person at the time of the second assessment sessions by certified practising speech-language pathologists or a psychology PhD candidate. Parents were given the option of selecting the most appropriate and convenient location to complete the assessment sessions, namely at home, at the nearest university campus or within their child's previous early childhood centre. All interviews were completed within a quiet environment and were audio recorded for later transcription. Interviewers were provided with a topic guide and were encouraged to ask probing questions when necessary to ensure coverage of all relevant areas. Braun and Clarke's (2006) six phases of thematic analysis were manually applied with reference to Graneheim and Lundman's (2004) definitions of research concepts and procedure for greater specificity. Thematic analysis is described as a method of 'identifying, analysing and reporting patterns within data' (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to investigate the perceptions and worldviews of social actors. The process used in the current study, as outlined in Braun and Clarke's (2006) phases of analysis, involved 1) familiarisation with the data, 2) division of the transcript into meaning units which are defined as related words, sentences or paragraphs which contain a central meaning (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004 ) and assignment of a code to these meaning units, 3) collating related codes into broader categories and later themes, 4) reviewing and refining potential themes to ensure that they provide accurate representations of the codes they contain, 5) reviewing the themes together and discussing the overall narrative the themes portrayed, and 6) final analysis of the data and write-up of the research paper. Within this final stage of analysis, examples from the transcripts were selected to illustrate each of the themes. These examples were selected according to how clearly they presented the point being made.
Data analysis

Results
Three central themes emerged from the analysis of parents' views and experiences of literacy learning in their child's first year of formal schooling. These themes were 1) information that parents hold about their child, 2) strategies that parents use to engage their child in literacy learning and 3) concerns that parents raised about what is happening at school. These themes were identified as having multiple interrelated components which, together, described the challenges and facilitators to literacy learning that these parents have experienced.
Parental expertise about their child
The first theme to emerge -parental expertise about their child -captured the view that parents hold an extensive knowledge of their child's learning and factors that impact on their learning. Within this theme, parents highlighted the impact of challenging behaviours and described challenges that their child has faced as a result of learning difficulties and the presence of comorbidities.
Behaviours of concern
The impact of child behaviours of concern was highlighted by several parents attributing learning challenges to "selective" attention and participation, based on the child's perception of the relevance of the task and inclusion of his/her interests. P13 explains "at first I would have said…you could teach him anything, but it was his cooperation and…compliance". Similar thoughts were expressed by P22 "with [child] he's unwilling and selective, unless it's what he's interested in". These behaviours appear to be exacerbated when the child finds the task challenging, causing him/her to "hit a road block" (P19) or "won't tell you what he knows" (P19). A few parents proposed that rigidity of thought, consistent with characteristics of ASD, contributed to the child's willingness to participate in literacy activities, with some children having set ideas of where, when and with whom such activities are permissible. P3 explained: "as a parent it's really hard to try and teach him … because he knows I'm the mum, I'm not supposed to do those things with him". P18 and P28 remarked that their child's refusal to complete literacy tasks at home led them to falsely underestimate their child's literacy abilities: "the teacher told us that he's skilled, we didn't see it to be honest. Apparently, he reads at a higher level for his teacher but he won't do it with us" (P28).
Learning difficulties:
Many parents reported that their child was experiencing difficulties learning literacyrelated skills, including letter-sound awareness and comprehension of spoken and written material. These difficulties were often compounded by an increased information processing time, with P21 commenting that her child needs "time to process, and then…time to express what he's understood". The cumulative effect of such learning difficulties is that children may fall below the academic expectations for their age and stage of schooling. P3 expressed such concerns: He's not keeping up, he's falling behind and now his teachers are scared… that he won't be able to keep up in grade 1.
Comorbidities:
In addition to the core autism characteristics, there exists the potential for the cooccurrence of a number of other physical and neurodevelopmental conditions. The most commonly reported conditions by parents were language delays and a poor attention span/Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). Several parents believed that delayed language abilities impaired their child's development of literacy skills, as P28 described "learning to read and write is infinitely more difficult to do…especially when you don't have the words to begin with". P20 expressed similar views suggesting "most ASD kids have that language delay so learning to read is so much trickier unless they've had really intensive speech therapy". Meanwhile, the presence of an attention deficit disorder is believed to be a "huge barrier" (P10), leading to a lack of focus and limited ability to absorb critical information: "getting him to focus on an activity for any length of time is very difficult" (P8). Other comorbidities identified by parents as impacting on literacy learning included poor fine motor control, sensory processing challenges, absent seizures and anxiety.
Strategies that parents use to engage their child in literacy learning
A second theme to emerge from the data related to the strategies that parents utilised to engage their children in literacy learning. As their child's first, and most enduring teacher, parents have developed and refined over time a suite of effective strategies to support their children's literacy acquisition.
Encouraging child engagement
It was evident from the analysis that parents used various strategies to encourage their child to engage in literacy learning activities. The most frequently reported are described. There was consensus among many parents that incorporating the child's interest into any learning activity was paramount, particularly for those with challenging behaviours. This is illustrated in a quote from P6: "It's more the motivation with [child], keeping her interested, so I'm happy to use anything on YouTube or whatever helps". This was reported to be significantly easier when the child's interests included aspects of literacy learning such as "his big interest in the alphabet" (P7). Parents described the "important thing" (P11) as including "anything that is of interest and is fun" (P11). Other strategies included utilising the child's strengths, as they are more likely to "continue doing something if he thinks he's doing well in it" (P23), providing rewards to motivate the child, and allowing "lots of breaks" (P18).
Encouraging child understanding
Parents commonly reflected on the necessity of strategies to assist their child's understanding of concepts and instructions. Given that children on the autism spectrum often present with comorbid receptive language difficulties, it is not surprising that many parents recommended the use of visual cues to support their understanding. Parents explained that their child "learns better when there is an activity and a visual associated with it" (P4) and that "using visuals has helped a lot" (P29). Simplifying instructions and concepts, such as "telling him what you want him to do in little steps" (P18), was also believed to benefit the child's learning. As P5 described "I believe that she can do everything that other kids can, she just needs to be communicated with in a way that she understands". Similarly, parents recommended "lots of repetition" (P18) and "multisensory cues" (P20) when teaching their child new concepts.
Literacy learning activities
Once these children started school, the parent's role as their first teacher continued. One parent expressed feelings of uncertainty regarding this role, specifying "no one can help me…I'm not a teacher…how do I teach her sight words? I don't know" (P13). Despite this confusion, several parents outlined the need to work with their child on literacy learning at home, as P3 explained:
Now we're going into grade 1 he's not prepared, so that gives me a lot of pressure over the holidays to try and bring him up, or at least keep him where he is so that he doesn't regress further. The school are trying to do the best they can…it's still not enough and it pushes back a lot of responsibility at home.
In order to target literacy learning at home, all parents reported reading regularly with their child including "school readers that we bring home" (P32) and books from the school or council library. Several parents also recognised reading comprehension difficulties in their child and were actively targeting this at home by "reading books and then asking questions out of it" (P10) and "talking about new words…what they mean" (P2). Other areas of literacy which were frequently practised at home included spelling, sight words, letter name and sound awareness, and writing tasks. Literacy programs, such as Reading Eggs and computer games, were frequently utilised by parents to encourage engagement in these target areas. This was illustrated by P3, who specified: "If we're on the computer we'll try to find things that have a learning element that are fun". Similarly, P9 expressed her belief that use of these programs was more enjoyable and therefore engaging for her son: "He's got games on his iPad that are spelling games, he loves doing them and he often picks them above other games". These comments emphasise the parental time which is dedicated to assisting children on the spectrum in their development of literacy learning. It is evident that parents hold valuable knowledge about their child's strengths, needs and interests and consistently utilise such knowledge to promote engagement and understanding in literacy.
Parental concerns about their child's school experiences
In the final theme, parents described the role of the school environment in shaping their perceptions of literacy learning for their child. Although some parents were satisfied with their child's school, the majority raised challenges and concerns that they, and their child, had encountered in the first year of formal education. This led to the third themeconcerns that parents raised about what's happening in school.
Teacher understanding of Autism Spectrum Disorders
Feelings of frustration were shared by parents who believed that their child's teacher didn't understand the autism diagnosis and its impact on the child's learning. These difficulties and frustrations highlight barriers that parents face when the teachers lack education in autism spectrum disorders leading parents to believe that teaching staff "have no idea what to do". As a result, parents expressed concerns that their child wasn't being challenged in the classroom as teachers often accepted a lower standard of performance than their typically developing peers. This was illustrated in a statement by P26, "I think with [child] especially…at his school I feel that maybe he'll do something and because he has autism that'll do. They're kind of accepting a lower standard than what he is actually capable of".
One parent reflected feelings of helplessness as she struggled to find a way to help her daughter meet the academic demands of school, "I don't even know who to turn to…the teachers are at a loss" (P13). Another parent summarised, "teachers…don't understand that there's a lot more that goes into our kids than just being able to read. It's their environments, it's their sensory…their cognitive stuff, it's all of that" (P2). It was suggested that "having programs that are specifically designed for the core characteristics of ASD" would "enable every child the opportunity to actually learn" and afford children with "the same opportunities" (P3). P3 reflected:
Sometimes I liken it to children that are blind, how do they learn? Braille…these are tools that they need continuously, it's not a concession for them, they need it as a requirement to continue learning and growing. So why not put a specialised program in place [for kids on the autism spectrum]?
Conversely, teachers that understand the child's limitations and are "willing to listen" are perceived by parents to be positive influences on literacy learning, as one parent described; "the teacher that he has this year is well aware of his limitations and she has stuff in the classroom so if he's starting to get unfocused she'll give him finger puppets to play with…that's been really good" (P7).
Delivery of the curriculum
Many parents expressed concerns that the delivery of the academic curriculum did not cater for their child's individual needs. Parents argued an absence of "flexibility in how they present the curriculum" (P7) resulting from an education system which is "lacking in methodology" (P3) suitable for the needs of the child on the autism spectrum. Whilst many parents advocate for an inclusive educational approach one parent expressed her concerns that rather than tailoring the program to the child, as inclusion suggests, it is the child that is required to conform to the system. She commented: "it's not about inclusion, it's about conformity…they are expected as little square pegs to fit into round holes, sandpapering the edges to try and fit them into something that is not designed for them" (P3).
Many children on the spectrum are therefore falling "through the cracks" (P3) as their needs are not severe enough to attend special schools but they don't "meet base requirements in [mainstream] school" (P3). It was suggested that parents need to "find a school that is quite happy to change things around and give them the support they need" (P19) which reinforces several parents' beliefs that, currently, schools "are not designed for kids on the spectrum" (P3) as the teaching methodology is "not conducive to the way that their brains work (P5)". These quotes emphasise the urgent need for a change in the teaching approach within the classroom; moving from a curriculum-focus to a learner-focus which involves teaching individual children with consideration to their strengths, interests and capabilities.
Communication
Poor communication among school staff was identified as a barrier to learning success. This is illustrated in the views of P24 who believed that "getting everyone on the same page is virtually impossible" which has "been a little bit of a nightmare". Parents described miscommunication among staff and poor consolidation of ideas across the team as impacting on the support the child receives. This was explained in a quote from P24: "most teachers, the special education department, and the teacher aides have their own ideas about things, so basically it's a full team of people who get frustrated with each other and it comes out on the child. It can be quite cruel".
Parents also described their frustration with a lack of communication from the school: "school hasn't been informing us much about what's going on at school, we really don't know what happens there" (P23). This lack of communication with parents was reported to restrict their ability to support their child at home, as P3 described:
He's had all these issues and it's been the majority of the year for them to pick them up and talk to me … it's only been in the last quarter that they have brought other issues to my attention…so at the end of prep I'm finding out that he's far behind, he's not got that understanding. Now we're going into grade 1 and he's not prepared.
This quote highlights a greater need for schools to acknowledge the parent's expertise and influence as their child's first teacher, and utilise this in order to support the child across contexts.
School support
While several parents agreed that there "is nowhere near enough support at school" (P9), this view was not shared by all parents. One parent reflected that her son's school was a "fantastic environment" (P24) and that "he's improved so much". Positive views of school systems were often attributed to "lots of support in the classroom" (P7) and staff taking an active role in assisting the child. For example, one parent (P27) explained: "They have the tiniest Special Education program of all the schools in the area but they seem to actually want to help". These quotes emphasise the impact that quality school support has on both student outcomes and parent satisfaction. It is evident from these parental views that quality support is of greater significance than quantity.
Discussion
The aim of this study was to present parents' perceptions of the literacy learning experiences of their young children on the autism spectrum at home and at school. We wanted to improve knowledge of the supports that parents provided to their children in developing literacy skills and gain an understanding of any barriers or facilitators to literacy learning that they experienced in the first year of school. Overall, three key themes emerged that emphasised the critical and ongoing role parents play as their child's first teacher.
Many parents of children on the autism spectrum raised concerns about their children's literacy learning capabilities based on observations of their child during the first 6-12 months of formal schooling. While all parents believed that their child was capable of literacy learning, the general consensus was that completing academic activities at home was often difficult due to a child's challenging behaviours or rigidity of thought limiting the child's willingness to participate. This finding is consistent with recent research which suggests that such challenging behaviours occur with greater severity in this population than in children that are typically developing or have an intellectual disability (McGuire et al., 2016; O'Nions, Happé, Evers, Boonen, & Noens, 2018) . Parents expressed their belief that these behaviours made engagement in learning activities particularly challenging at school and home, requiring special efforts to ensure activities were meaningful. Inclusion of special interests were frequently reported by parents as motivating their child to participate in literacy activities. Children on the autism spectrum have been found to demonstrate lower levels of interest in reading activities than peers with other disabilities, such as Down syndrome (Westerveld & van Bysterveldt, 2017) , which may account for some of these engagement difficulties. Language delays (receptive and/or expressive) were also identified as a commonly encountered challenge that hindered the child's ability to effectively participate in literacy learning. In order to compensate for this additional challenge and to supplement auditory information, parents commented that they often employed the use of visual supports (e.g., the use of pictures or line drawings to create a visual schedule of activities). Visual supports are an evidence-based practice which have been found to increase a student's ability to independently complete a task (Cohen & Demchak, 2018; Wong et al., 2015) .
All parents reported that they completed regular home literacy activities with their child, with several specifying that they felt responsible for ensuring that their child did not fall behind in the classroom. Because promoting academic success was common amongst all parents, the reading challenges their children experienced cannot be attributed to limited literacy learning opportunities at home. Instead, we suggest that the ability of the child on the autism spectrum to engage in effective literacy learning may be impacted by other factors, such as core autism characteristics (i.e. social communication difficulties or rigid behaviours/interests) and/or common comorbidities, such as anxiety, challenging behaviours, or attention-deficit disorders (Sberg et al., 2010) . Parents identified a range of evidence-based strategies that they frequently incorporated to address such challenges at home. However difficulties were evident in the translation of such strategies across settings.
It has been well established that effective communication between educators and parents is essential for child participation and inclusion (Falkmer et al., 2015; LaBarbera, 2017; Stanley, Beamish, & Bryer, 2005) . However, some parents in the current study expressed a desire for increased two-way communication with their child's teacher. As students on the autism spectrum often require intensive support, parents may need more input and feedback regarding their child's behaviour, engagement and learning progress in the classroom. Such communication would enable educators to utilise the knowledge that parents hold about engaging their child in learning as well as inform parents on what and where to focus their attention at home to supplement their child's school learning. To achieve this goal upskilling of educators in fostering collaborative partnerships with parents may be required. Collaborative communication approaches have been found to enhance academic and socialemotional outcomes for children on the autism spectrum (Jeynes, 2011; Manz, Fantuzzo, & Power, 2004; Sheridan et al., 2012) and may be beneficial in ensuring consistency across the home and school setting for all children with special learning needs (Azad et al., 2018) .
Inclusion of a collaborative communication approach to parent-teacher communication may also aid in improving parent perceptions of school support, an area which was described by several parents as lacking. This is consistent with a 2006 study in which parents of children on the spectrum identified reciprocity of communication as a key factor in determining whether they felt listened to and trusted that educators were meeting the needs of their child (Renty & Roeyers, 2006) . Likewise, concerns parents raised about what is happening at school including the level of teachers' understanding of autism and the need for appropriate differentiation of the curriculum in order to support the needs of students with autism are consistent with previous Australian research (e.g., Lilley, 2015) . Supporting parents, recognising their expertise and providing ongoing communication regarding their child's progress may allow them to feel more valued and empowered in supporting their child's literacy development.
Parents within the current study expressed frustrations and concerns that their child was not being taught literacy concepts in a way that best assisted their learning; reporting their belief that the academic curriculum lacked flexibility and individualism. Such perceived limitations with the curriculum were often suggested to be a causal factor in children falling below their academic expectations. This frustration was then amplified when parents felt that strategies to promote engagement and understanding of literacy concepts shared with the classroom teacher were used inconsistently. Conversely, parent satisfaction with their child's school was increased when teachers were open to parental communication and providing significant support to their child in the classroom. Whilst this 'learner-focused' approach is widely accepted in current teacher training, these data suggest that some teachers may still be having difficulties understanding the characteristics of ASD and implementing classroom wide strategies that respect and build on individual strengths and interests. This finding is supported in the literature with many mainstream teachers expressing concerns regarding their limited understanding of ASD and appropriate teaching strategies (Lindsay, Proulx, Thomson, & Scott, 2013; Soto-Chodiman, Pooley, Cohen, & Taylor, 2012; Yumak & Akgul, 2010) .
Studies of teacher perspectives suggest that teachers appreciate the benefits of effective strategies, however individualized education can be challenging and stressful without support and further knowledge in this area (Faisal, Tithi, & Hossain, 2015; Majoko, 2016; Roberts & Simpson, 2016; Soto-Chodiman et al., 2012; Yumak & Akgul, 2010) . The current study adds the parent perspective to this issue, highlighting that they too are aware that limitations in mainstream teacher knowledge may impact on their child's ability to effectively engage in literacy learning. Ongoing professional development opportunities should therefore be made readily available for teachers working with students with ASD to allow them to feel confident and supported in their own classrooms.
Conclusion
This article presents the findings of a study revealing parents' perceptions of the home and school literacy learning experiences of their young children on the autism spectrum. Whilst these perceptions represent a relatively small cohort of parents, they highlight the critical role that parents play in supporting their children's literacy development. The knowledge and insight of parents in relation to their child's dispositions to learning and teaching strategies that work position them as crucial partners with schools in the education of children on the autism spectrum. While individualized education models are certainly not a novel concept, this article builds on the current literature, highlighting the need for ongoing professional development opportunities to enable teachers to support students on the autism spectrum and, in turn, feel supported and confident in the classroom. This is particularly important given the increasing prevalence of ASD within Australian classrooms and increasing knowledge of the many challenges these children face in developing their literacy skills.
